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BOOKS & ARTS 


BOOKS 


Sunken wreck 


A great talent is wasted in Cormac McCarthy’s meandering tale 
of a mystetious plane crash and its aftermath, says Philip Hensher 


The Passenger 
by Cormac McCarthy 
Picador, £20, pp. 400 


Stella Maris 
by Cormac McCarthy 
Picador, £20, pp. 192 


Is Cormac McCarthy among the last gen- 
eration of novelists to possess a Style? Of 
course all writers have a characteristic style, 
however unassuming; but not many these 
days have a Style in the grand manner, the 
sort that Kingsley Amis (I think writing 
about Nabokov) described as a high level of 
flutter and wow. 

The great beasts of American literature 
have often aimed for prose that couldn’t be 
mistaken for anyone else’s — Hemingway, 
Faulkner, Bellow, Updike. Though there 
were always intensely mannered novelists in 
England, they had less of a heroically manly 
quality — Firbank, Wodehouse, Elizabeth 
Bowen, Henry Green. There are certainly 
novelists at work now with a beautiful com- 
mand of style, such as Peter Carey or Colson 
Whitehead, but few for whom style is every- 
thing, and most, like McCarthy, are getting 
on a bit. 

Amis proposed an amusing critical game 
when thinking about authors of this sort: to 
write a sentence that they could never write, 
His example was the impossibility of Ivy 
Compton-Burnett writing: ‘That’s a pretty 
dress you’ve got on.” With McCarthy, the 
game is simpler. It is almost impossible to 
imagine him writing the word ‘however’. 

His clauses are hammered together with 
brutal simplicity, and his invariable choice 
of conjunction is simply ‘and’. The things 
of the world amass aggtutinatively, piling up 
but hardly ever modifying each other with 
a simple ‘but’, or seeing how actions and facts 
affect what follows. The result has a compel- 
ling, fierce power; it is often compared to 
the prose in the Bible, or to Faulkner, To an 
English reader it bears an unexpected simi- 
larity to Henry Green at his most mannered, 
the incantatory style that C.M. Doughty’s 
Arabia Deserta introduced. Much of this 
incantation is brought to bear on scenes of 
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hideous, senseless violence, as in the follow- 
ing passage from Blood Meridian: 


The white man looked up drunkenly and the black 
stepped forward and with a single stroke swapt off 
his head. Two thick ropes of dark blood and two 
slender rose like snakes from the stump of his neck 
and arched hissing into the fire. The head rolled 
to the left and came to rest at the ex-priest’s feet 
where it lay with eyes aghast. Tobin jerked his foot 
away and rose and stepped back. The fire steamed 
and blackened and a gray cloud of smoke rose and 
the columnar arches of blood slowly subsided until 
just the neck bubbled gently like a stew and then 
that too was stilled. 


McCarthy’s ancient Olivetti typewriter 
was auctioned in 2009 and made $254,500. 
I don’t wonder. I can’t imagine a more 
physical embodiment of a literary style: 
a machine where every key had to be banged 
down hard. 

The style, like all styles, has its limita- 
tions. In a series of much acclaimed novels 
from Blood Meridian onwards, McCarthy has 
written about humanity at its most extreme, 


There are conversations about what 
I think of as ‘novelists’ science’, not 
really intended to be understood 


from the almost genocidal murder spree as 
America spread westwards in the 1850s, the 
lawless improvisations chronicled in The 
Border Trilogy and a lavishly horrible restag- 
ing of a Chaucer fable of money and death 
in No Country for Old Men. His themes of 
manliness and unfettered violence, and his 
casual expressions about race especially, 
would get any new American writer into seri- 
ous trouble (‘They were followed by packs 
of wolves, coyotes, Indians’). Nevertheless, 
McCarthy appears to be loved by the most 
sedulously liberal readers, who as far as 
I can see haven’t even complained about his 
use of the N-word. Sometimes this requires 
some ingenuity. The Road is set in an America 
after what is pretty clearly a nuclear attack — 
‘a long shear of light and then a series of low 
concussions’ result in a ceaseless fall of dust. 
It has been repeatedly and bizarrely recast 
as a description of the eventual effects of 


climate change. McCarthy is an extraordinar- 
ily plain and direct writer, but his impact on 
readers does not take simple forms. 

His latest work, the first for a very long 
time, is an oddity: a two-novel sequence 
(a duology, I suppose). I will say straight 
away that the second novel, Stella Maris, is 
a disaster. It consists of nothing but sessions 
between one of the characters and a hos- 
pital psychiatrist. It’s a terrible idea to get 
a character to undergo detailed analysis 
by a professional, the equivalent of the begin- 
ner novelist’s device of having a character 
stop in front of a mirror and describe their 
appearance. It adds very little to the first vol- 
ume, and has the unfortunate effect of focus- 
ing one’s doubts. I’m going to suggest putting 
Stella Maris aside altogether. 

The Passenger has a fairly well-worn 
thriller premise. A commercial diver, Bobby 
Western, is sent to investigate a plane that has 
crashed into the sea. He finds seven passen- 
gers and two crew. (The underwater company 
inspires a repetition of a familiar McCarthy 
nightmare image, going as far back as the 
head of Captain White in a jar of mescal in 
Blood Meridian, ‘hair afloat and eyes turned 
upward in a pale face’.) There should, how- 
ever, be eight passengers. Back on land, offi- 
cials arrive. Quite soon Western finds that the 
forces of the state seem intent on placing him 
under arrest, with his assets seized by the tax 
authorities and imprisonment a real possi- 
bility. His fellow diver is killed in an unnec- 
essary accident. Western goes on the run. 
But who was the eighth passenger? 

Alongside this, and only function- 
ing as a periodically useful deus ex machi- 
na, is Bobby’s dead sister Alicia. She was 
a genius; there is suspicion that she and Bobby 
were sexually entwined. She was also mad. 
Between the chapters of Bobby’s story there 
are episodes from Alicia’s psychosis. She is 
visited by a gang of hallucinated beings, led by 
a grotesque called the Kid. McCarthy’s dedi- 
cation to using the most offensive terms about 
minorities bears fruit. These chapters are sour 
and repulsive, as the voice describes the Kid’s 
thalidomide-formed body:‘Except of course 
they weren’t really hands. Just flippers. Sort 
of like a seal has.’ More grotesques turn up 
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ANY OTHER BUSINESS | MARTIN VANDER WEYER 
Why we should pray 
for crypto’s survival 


ote to self: don’t sound smug about 

the sudden collapse of FTX — the 

Bahamas-based crypto exchange 
whose valuation has been zapped from 
$32 billion to zero — because however much 
it plays to I-told-you-so instincts about the 
mug’s game of crypto, the episode may herald 
a wave of wealth destruction that’s the last 
thing the financial world needs when there’s 
already so much bad stuff going on. 

Still, smugness is a strong temptation 
here — and what could be more provoking of 
that sentiment than a photograph in the Daily 
Telegraph of Sir Tony Blair and Bill Clinton 
on an FTX-badged stage alongside the firm’s 
30-year-old founder Sam Bankman-Fried in 
his shorts and scruffy trainers? This is a com- 
plex emerging scandal in which large sums 
of FTX client funds may have been mis- 
appropriated, allegedly to fund high-risk bets 
by Alameda Research, Bankman-Fried’s 
trading business that ran alongside FTX. 
But it’s also a plain parable of money talk- 
ing: how a crypto brat who banged on about 
‘effective altruism’ and gave millions to 
Democrat campaign funds could buy him- 
self the status of a wunderkind guru. 

The crypto house of cards is wobbling as 
prices plunge, punters cash out and observ- 
ers scour the horizon to see which of FTX’s 
competitor exchanges might also stumble: 
the FT reports ‘contagion fears’ focused 
on Singapore-based Crypto.com. The sec- 
tor is unregulated and its virtual tokens have 
no intrinsic value; advocates proclaim it as 
the libertarian riposte to the fraudulence 
of ‘fiat’ currencies, but in truth crypto was 
never anything more than a giant online 
casino. Its sole contribution to economic 
progress is the ‘blockchain’ in which cryp- 
to transactions are recorded, which has the 
potential to make other payment systems 
more efficient; on the other hand, ‘crypto 
mining’ (the generation of new tokens) uses 
vast quantities of electricity and micro- 


chips that could be put to far better purpose. , 


If the entire crypto industry were to 
implode, prudence and common sense would 


be the victors. The trouble is that such a crash 


30 


would also bring down unknown numbers of 
hedge funds, damage the banks that service 
the industry and destroy billions of dollars 
of savings — not only of gamblers for whom 
we might not feel sorry, but also of conven- 
tional investors whose fund managers had 
followed fashion by putting a slice of their 
portfolios into bitcoin. And the last thing 
we need now is that kind of domino fall. So 
sceptics should pray for crypto’s survival 
— but as an obscure collectors’ hobby-cum- 
dangerous sport, not as a crusade that claims 
to be revolutionising the financial world. 


Art’s as good as gold 


Speaking of collectors’ hobbies and the mys- 
tery of ‘intrinsic value’, what lesson should 
we draw from last week’s $1.6 billion sale by 
Christie’s in New York of artworks from the 
collection of Paul Allen, the late Microsoft 
co-founder? Record prices in the sale includ- 
ed $106 million for Gauguin’s ‘Maternité II’ 
of 1899, with many lesser pictures breaking 
through the $20 million barrier. Not only are 
the super-rich still confident enough to bid 
up for these trophies but — we might surmise 
— they evidently still think of them as safer 
stores of value than today’s standard menu 
of investment choices: tech stocks tumbling, 
real estate values hit by rising interest rates, 
anything with income attached hit by rising 
taxes, crypto see above. 

Against all those, an object of timeless 
beauty over the mantelpiece, with full prove- 
nance, is surely as good as gold. And the only 
person I suppose we should feel sorry for 
is poor penniless Paul Gauguin. 


Innovators’ optimism 


The one underground line operating in 
strike-hit central London last Thursday even- 
ing was the miniature mail train that’s a fun 
feature of the Postal Museum in Phoenix 
Place — which also happened to be the venue 
for the finale of The Spectator’s Economic 
Innovator of the Year Awards, sponsored 
by Investec. The challenge of getting to the 


party offered a mini-metaphor for the wider 
obstacles faced by today’s entrepreneurs, 
including likely tax measures in this week’s 
Budget. We were delighted so many of this 
year’s 31 regional finalists from every corner 
of the UK made the journey and contributed 
to the bonhomie. 

In brief, I can report our overall winner 
(and London and South-East regional win- 
ner) is SafeToNet, a fast-growing cyber- 
security venture with global potential that 
uses artificial intelligence to protect children 
from online abuse and exploitation. Co-funder 
Richard Pursey’s passionate pitch to our 
judging lunch was the first ever to win spon- 
taneous applause from other entrants present. 
And this year’s special award for excellence 
in sustainability went to Reeycleye — which 
uses robotics and computer vision to bring 
greater efficiency to the picking process in the 
waste management industry. 

For the South-West region, we chose 
Neighbourly, an ‘engagement platform’ that 
connects retail chains and other big business- 
es to local good causes. For the Midlands, 
mOm Incubators, whose portable, low-cost 
device is helping to save the lives of prema- 
ture babies in the Ukraine and elsewhere. 
From Scotland and Northern Ireland, Syn- 
aptec, which provides digital sensor networks 
for the power industry to reduce outages 
and operational costs. And from the West 
and North-West, Interact, which helps data 
centres and large IT systems consume less 
energy and reduce environmental impact. 

The last of our regional winners, for the 
North-East, was Mud Daddy, maker of a 
portable dog-washing device so original 
that Amazon had no product category in 
which to list it. Founder-inventor Reza Gach- 
car and his wife sold their house in Newcastle 
to fund the launch of what’s now a multi- 
million-pound business — and their new 
home is so stylish that ‘my neighbours think 
I must be a footballer or a drug dealer’. If we 
had a special prize for cheerfulness and opti- 
mism — essential characteristics of entrepre- 
neurship in challenging times — Reza would 
have won that too. 
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Zero sense 


Sir: Ross Clark’s article (‘Hot air’, 12 
November) neatly sums up some of the 
fallacies of the net zero target. Electricity 
generation currently fulfils about 20 per 
cent of the UK’s total energy demand — 

of which at best 40 per cent is covered 

by wind, solar, and hydro: i.e. 8 per 

cent of total energy demand is fulfilled 
from renewable sources. Are we really 
expected to believe that in the next 27 years 
electricity generation from renewables will 
grow 12.5 times — or from any source five 
times — and that the infrastructure will be 
put in place to deliver it? 

James Fairbairn 

Oxford 


Thank you, Jeremy 


Sir: I lunched today with friends, one 
fighting the unwinnable battle against 
Motor Neurone Disease. I have known him 
for more than 50 years and the sadness in 
seeing him in such decline was immense. 
Sitting by the fire after with my new copy of 
The Spectator, | inevitably turned to Jeremy 
Clarke’s column (12 November) and read 
of his kindness, like my chum’s, in turning 
out to join his friends for a lunch he could 
not eat. It was very moving to read Jeremy’s 
assertion that it may be his last such lunch 

— barring a turn for the better. I am sure I 

am not alone in wanting to thank him, and 
Catriona and his family, for his courageous, 
witty and honest writing on his long battle 
with cancer. Our thoughts are with him. 
Christopher D. Forrest 

Yealmpton, Devon 


Conserving energy 


Sir: Stephen Bayley wants to have a 

rant about ‘heritage’ and my book has 
provided him with the chance (Books, 12 
November). He has long made up his mind 
about the subject and nothing was ever 
going to persuade him otherwise, least of 
all reading a book on the topic — and one 
which he admits to not having entirely 
read. His review is strewn with factual 
errors, he twists things and attributes 
views to me I do not hold. Elevating 
David Watkin to my ‘mentor’ allows 

him to make unpleasant insinuations. 
Heslington Hall was not pulled down 

but stands proudly as York University’s 
senate house. J nowhere mention a 
Georgian house or a caravan park. 

For Bayley, all heritage endeavour is 
nostalgic, harking back to a golden age. 
Yet the great heritage battles which are 
the subject of my book had nothing to 
do with nostalgia: saving the London 


LETTERS 


Commons in the 1860s; saving the Lake 
District; preventing ribbon development 

in the 1930s; the backlash against 

1960s developments. The activists and 
communities who fought these battles were 
looking at human values. The residents who 
saved Macclesfield and Covent Garden 
were not indulging in nostalgia but in 
saving the area they loved. 

Bayley offensively refers to ‘proles’ who 
should not be allowed to move about. The 
mid-1990s battles over the M3 and A34 
were grassroots movements, one local and 
the other national, at a time when popular 
opinion was beginning to think in green 
terms. These battles had a strong influence 
on the incoming Labour government’s 
transport policy. Bayley is, I fear, trapped in 
his own nostalgia: a 1970s view of heritage. 
James Stourton 
Stour Provost, Dorset 


Dependency culture 


Sir: Congratulations to Matthew Parris for 
his excellent article (“We’ve lost interest in 
our dependencies’, 12 November), raising 
the issue of the Chagos Islands, and the last- 
minute decision to postpone the London 


The only present 


you need on your 


Christmas list 
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meeting of the Joint Ministerial Council 
because the minister responsible, Zac 
Goldsmith, wanted to attend Cop27. 

Mr Parris is correct that Britain has lost 
interest in our overseas territories, although 
the monarch is still their head of state. He 
points out that ‘the inhabitants want them to 
be British, and we have a responsibility to 
these people’. This was brought home to me 
by watching the 2016 BBC4 documentary 
Britain’s Treasure Islands. The geographer 
and biologist Stewart McPherson spent 
three years planning this trip of a lifetime, 
and claims to be the only person to have 
visited every one of the 14 tcrritories 
scattered across the globe. 

Mr McPherson’s main interests were 
the landscape, the wildlife and the history, 
but the highlight for me was seeing the 
people’s incredible loyalty to this country, 
their community spirit and hard work: 
an example for us all today. It is still not 
clear to me where the responsibility for 
our overseas dependencies lies — is it the 
Foreign Office or the MoI)? I commend the 
documentary to Mr Parris and your readers. 
Paul Knocker 
Bembridge, Isle of Wight 


Wilde times 


Sir: Ten minutes after reading Dot 
Wordsworth on the word ‘Invasion’ 

(12 November), I happened to open Oscar 
Wilde’s essays and lighted on his 1887 
piece ‘The American Invasion’. Unlike 
many more recent American invasions, 

this one was wholly pacific, and seemed 
chiefly to involve Buffalo Bill, someone 
called Mrs Brown-Potter and numbers of 
eligible young ladies intent on bagging 

a titled spouse (along with their ‘dreary’ 
mothers). Wilde is full of enthusiasm for this 
particular invasion (apart from the mothers), 
concluding: ‘There can be no doubt that, of 
all the factors that have contributed to the 
social revolution of London, there are few 
more important, and none more delightful, 
than the American Invasion.’ 

Graham Chainey 

Brighton 


Royal titles 


Sir: | agree with Charles Moore that 

the term ‘King Charles’ is grating (5 
November) and he should simply be 
referred to as just ‘The King’. But what 
about the Queen Consort? Surely she should 
be ‘Queen Camilla’, in the same manner as 
Prince Philip or Queen Mary? We all know 
she’s the consort, and not the queen regnant. 
We don’t need this constant reminding. 
Adrian Fogarty 

London W4 
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amounts of western goods and selling them 
to Chinese customers, circumventing the 
country’s import rules and tariffs. 

But there is a darker side. The UN Secu- 
rity Council reported last year how a ship, the 
Ji Yuan, made multiple voyages from Hong 
Kong to North Korea, breaking sanctions by 
delivering, among other things, a Mercedes 
Benz and electronic goods. The Ji Yuan, it 
turned out, was registered to a company, Jiyu- 
an Shipping, which in turn is registered at a 
flat in Cambridge. However, Jixiang Zhuang, 
the company’s director when it was founded, 
is recorded as living in Fujian, China. 

The UN report names two other UK- 
registered companies as owners of ves- 
sels that have violated North Korean 
sanctions. Always Smooth Ltd, which 
had one Chinese and one Burmese director, 
was incorporated in 2017 and dissolved last 
March, without engaging in any business 
activity: the accounts filed between 2018 
and 2020 show it as lying dormant. Good 
Siblings Ltd, incorporated in 2018, had one 
Chinese and one Bangladeshi director. It 
has never filed accounts showing any busi- 
ness activity either, claiming exemption as 
a dormant company. An application to have 
it struck off has been delayed owing to 
Companies House having received an 
objection. Both firms are registered at an 
address in Silvertown, east London. 


The mass registration of foreign-owned 
firms certainly seems to have fooled some. 
The printing company Vistaprint’s ‘Glob- 
al Micro-Business Impact Report’ declared 
Britain the fourth most entrepreneurial coun- 
try in the world —a claim based on the num- 
ber of businesses per 1,000 residents, ‘The 
results... truly show the entrepreneurial spir- 
it Britain embodies,’ a press release asserted. 

An alternative interpretation is that it 
shows how naive British institutions are in 
tackling financial crime. While the Depart- 
ment for Business says that in 2020/21 Com- 


Proceeds of criminal activities can 
be passed off as revenue from what 
appears to be a legitimate business 


panies House removed 4,194 fake addresses 
from the register, this is a power it can only 
exercise while an application to set up a firm 
is being made, not afterwards. The Econom- 
ic Crime and Corporate Transparency Bill 
should, when it passes into law, have some 
impact. All directors wanting to register a 
company in the UK will be obliged to ver- 
ify their identity, while the bill also allows 
Companies House to share data with other 
government bodies such as HMRC. But that 
won’t necessarily stop someone setting up 
a UK-registered firm without any intention 


of doing business in Britain in order to, say, 
open a bank account in a third country. 

Why has our registration process been 
allowed to be abused for so long? The com- 
mitments made by Companies House might 
have seemed adequate when it was founded 
in 1844, but it ought to have been obvious 
that they were hardly going to be enough to 
weed out criminal activity in the internet age. 

Company registration is symptomatic of 
a far bigger problem: police and other UK 
agencies have failed utterly to get to grips 
with the hugely increased criminal possi- 
bilities offered by the internet. We have a 
national body, Action Fraud, which is sup- 
posed to handle financial crime on behalf 
of all police forces but which appears to be 
interested in little more than collecting fraud 
statistics. In 2020/21, it records, there were 
875,622 reports of fraud involving £2.35 bil- 
lion worth of losses, but only 35,209 cases 
were pursued. Only 2 per cent of reported 
cybercrime cases resulted in a conviction. 

There is a lesson here for governments 
trying to encourage enterprise. Keeping reg- 
ulations as light as possible is a noble aim, 
but not to the extent that you can effectively 
buy a ticket to enable international money 
laundering for £12, no questions asked. 

Nobody wants to discourage enterprise. 
But nor should we want to encourage inter- 
national money launderers. 
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